A short history of Turkish Music by Mesud Cemil
AVRIL 1948 33
A Short History of Turkish Music
As I am aware of the impossibility of defining 
and describing any branch of aural art in words, 
it is only with the courage and inspiration derived 
from the words of two noble British ladies that 
I am able to undertake this article.
These two British ladies are the wives of two 
Ambassadors of Great Britain in Turkey. One in 
1717 in Istanbul, the other in 1948 in Ankara: 
Lady Montague and Lady Kelly. With a world­
wide reputation for her «Eastern Letters», Lady 
Montague, after a visit to the wife of the Grand 
Vizier, writes as follows on Turkish music to her 
friend the Countess x in her thirty-third letter 
dated April 18th, 1717 from Edirne:-
«No doubt you have read that Turkish music 
irritates the ear. However, those who have written 
this have only heard the street music. This is 
similar to the judgement of English music by a 
foreigner who has heard only the musicians 
strolling in the streets of London. May I assure 
you that the music in this country is most impres­
sive...»
Two hundred and thirty years after this date, 
in 1947, again on a spring evening, the Ambas­
sador of Great Britain and Lady Kelly who were 
visiting the Ankara Radio, were kind enough to 
listen to the traditional Turkish music chorus 
under my personal direction. As they were about 
to leave the studio after the performance I invited 
them to listen to an orchestral concert which was 
to be broadcast immediately afterwards. Lady 
Kelly, however, in her usual clever and lively 
way, pointed to the musicians who had by then 
entered the studio and were starting to tune their 
instruments, and said «Oh, no! I cannot allow 
the impression I received from such delicate and 
fine music to be crushed by these powerful 
instruments.»
Sentences written two centuries ago in the 
«Eastern Letters» and this recent experience, and 
now the opportunity given to me of writing a few 
lines about the History of Turkish Music on the 
occasion of the Anglo-Turkish Music Festival to 
be held in. Ankara: these, to me, are three signi­
ficant incidents which can be appropriately linked 
together. With the exception of such sensitive 
personalities as the ladies whose names I have 
mentioned above, «Turkish Music» is, according 
to the superficial, popular understanding, mono­
phonic, melancholy music involving many inter­
vals of the augmented second. To this the impres­
sion is added (usually parrot - wise) that Turkish 
music contains quarter tones, and for some reason 
this is regarded as being funny. Actually, accor­
ding to those who are more familiar with it, 
Turkish music contains many more characteristic 
intervals than the augmented second, and mo­
reover, this augmented second is never the harsh 
interval used by Europeans. It is an augmented 
second softened and sweetened by inward pressure 
from its low and high points. The most striking 
characteristic about this music is that it is mono­
phonic. This is such a special characteristic that, 
when divorced from its monophonic context, this 
music is bound to lose all its original and attractive 
distinction. Under these conditions, therefore, 
the monophony of Turkish music must not be 
considered as a defect. The fact that there exist in 
the world monophonic musical works considerably 
better than many polyphonic works, in spite of 
the former being without harmony and counter­
point, shows that there is considerable danger in 
laying down the law on the comparative merits 
of monophonic and polyphonic music.
As for the contention that Turkish music is 
melancholy, this is due to the fact that any subject 
which people do not understand they find first 
boring, and then depressing. The famous problem 
of the quarter tones, however, is a completely 
different subject, because according to the tonal 
system of Turkish music the octave is divided into 
24 unequal intervals with the ratio as follows:-
Full tone = 9/8
Half tone == 10/9
Apotome — 16/15
Limma — 25/24
Pythagorean comma 531441
524288
We can see, therefore, that we are faced, not 
with quarter tones, but with more complex and 
interesting sets of intervals and the very colourful 
and variegated modes suggested by them. I shall 
not try to undertake the discussion of the whole 
problem of tonal systems in this article. My 
purpose is simply to make a general correction 
of the popular and superficial opinion on Turkish 
music.
The best way to learn any music is the study 
and actual performance of works in the requisite 
form and style, rather than analysing theories 
about it. We all know that every theory has 
emerged from practice and that theory not based 
on practice will not crystalise into anything more 
helpful than valueless worry. In that case one 
must try to investigate Turkish music throughout 
history, and after discovering traces of- this music 
see how it Would come out when actually played.
We should remember the important fact that 
the origin of music is unknown, because music 
is not the personel discovery or invention of any 
one man. It is one of the functions of life itself 
and music no doubt existed long before the times 
covered by the history books. The origin of music
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is bound up in old myths which were found much 
more useful and clarifying than any theory. As for 
our positive knowledge, it becomes less as we try 
to probe back into the dark spaces of the past. 
Notation, supposedly meaning to convey the 
characteristics of sounds, is not only inadequate, 
but much more recent than the solid or relief 
figures or writing that convey the meaning of 
words. Our knowledge of early music is, faute de 
mieux, limited to references made in stories and 
anecdotes, to old pictures, writings, engravings, 
sketches and descriptions, and finally to theoretic 
discussions. The most valuable of all these sources 
are pictures of old instruments, or, better still, the 
instruments themselves.
Although the idea is well established that 
the civillized musical culture of today has arisen 
from Asia, quite a lot of misunderstanding lingers 
concerning the complex make-up of this culture 
because we are faced with a mixed culture born 
of thousands of years blending of peoples in this 
particular area, the joining point of the main 
continents of the world. At the same time, howe­
ver, our increasing knowledge of history teaches 
us that this culture has since very ancient times 
spread to all parts of the world; to the European 
continent, in the West, to the Indian Ocean and 
China Sea Island in the South, to North America 
via the Pacific Islands and over what was then 
the land of Behring in the East, to Mesopotamia, 
Asia Minor, The Balkans, Syria, Arabia, North 
Africa and even further south via the Caucasians, 
Black Sea and the Carpathians in the South West. 
As a result of this spread, the migrating popula­
tions left traces of their own habits and reli­
gions and beliefs (in short of their own culture) 
everywhere they went, and have in their turn 
been influenced by the places they have visited 
and the geographical, historical and cultural 
characteristics of the people they have met of 
other races. At some times it so happened that 
these influences were so strong that the invaders 
adjusted themselves so completely to their 
environment that they lost most, or sometimes all, 
of their original characteristics. Thus, in most 
parts of the world the works of our oldest ancestors 
are mixed and often completely blended with 
older cultures and works of older cultures and 
works of older civilizations. Thus in practically 
every culture that is known there exist traces of 
the Turks, sometimes pure, sometimes in blended 
form. The effect of the influences from Asia on 
the ancient Mediterranean civilizations before and 
after Christianity is enormous and important. 
To what extent did the Turks influence the 
Mediterranean civilizations through their music?
1. Studies of anthropology, ethnology, language, 
musical instruments, etc. indicate that the mu­
sical instruments used in the modern orchestras 
of the West all have their origin in one part of 
the world. This centre, as proved by famous 
scholars, is none other than Central Asia.
2. The music of Turks living in various parts 
of Asia and Russia still employs the old pentatonic 
system. Our knowledge of music of ancient civi­
lizations shows us that these nations have at one 
time used the pentatonic system and that the 
system was brought to them by foreigners. Recent 
investigations show the existence of melodies which 
show the traces of the pentatonism peculiar to 
Asia.
3. Both the Turkish civilizations flourishing 
in Asia, and the civilizations of the Near East e. g. 
Hittites etc. enjoyed a very high musical culture, 
and we know that the Sumerians gave music a 
very important place in their social lives.
4. Religious monodic music, wVich is the 
foundation of the highly developed Western music 
of today, migrated from Asia Minor to Rome 
during the early days of Chistianity and was later 
organised into Gregorian Plainsong, and finally 
developed into polyphony.
5. The Turks, who adopted the Islam religion 
during the spread of the then flourishing Arab 
civilizations, developed their own music to a much 
higher plane than the Arabs and the Persians, 
and indeed raised music in the monodic style to 
its highest known pitch.
Unfortunately, however, we do not know 
what the music, either pure or hybrid, of the 
various Turkish civilizations throughout history 
actually sounded like. We do not even know 
what the music of the Selçuk Turks was like, 
although we know that they gave a very important 
place to music and that they celebrated the 
establishment of the new Ottoman State by of­
fering its leaders the symbolic gifts of musical 
instruments called the Tabi and Alem. The earliest 
documents on Turkish music go as far back as 1400, 
whereas the actual recorded notes only date from 
1700. It was only after entering the Islam cultural 
world that the existence of the scale of 24 inter­
vals was discovered, and the first theoretical work 
on this system is to be found in an encyclopaedia 
by Oruç Gazi Oglu Bedrii Dilsad, entitled «Mu- 
ratname/), dated 1400. (This work may be found 
in the Topkapi Library and in the personal library 
of Hüseyin Sadettin Ax-el.) It must be accepted 
that this scale of 24 degrees, which so far is unique 
in history, was being developed long before the 
date mentioned above, and is nothing but a metric 
development of the heptatonic Uralo - Altaic 
system.
Mesud CEMİL
Kişisel Arşivlerde Istanbul Belleği 
Taha Toros Arşivi
